St Peter's, the most northerly parish on the Red River, was surveyed as Indian Reserve One following the negotiation of Treaty One in 1871. It was an agricultural community of Saulteaux (Ojibway or Anishinabe), Cree, and Métis that long pre-dated the treaty (see Map 9.1). Although praised in the late 19th century by the Canadian government and missionaries as a splendid example of the capacity of Aboriginal people to farm, it was deliberately dismantled and dissolved in 1907, after relentless and intense pressure, and the residents were unwillingly removed to the new Peguis reserve in the Interlake region of Manitoba. St Peter's was a community that tried to stay grounded in the midst of colonization, the residents demonstrating the tenacious adaptation that is a dominant theme of this volume. Their tenacity, persistence and adaptation, however, posed a profound challenge to the settler order. St Peter's was the test station and crucible for the new policies and laws introduced by the Canadian government intended to draw clear distinctions between the 'Indians' and 'settlers', that were introduced in the preceding chapter. The 'Indians' were expected to demonstrate limited interest in large-scale agriculture that would require more land. By contrast the 'settlers' would be the true farmers, and would have easy access to land. The St Peter's residents complicated, clouded and crisscrossed these categories as they were farmers and settlers. In the late 19th century (and beyond) they challenged and defied efforts to fix lines, to categorize them, and to confine and restrict their freedoms and opportunities. Yet at the same time they stressed their First Nations identity and status as treaty people. They were among the earliest of the Western Canadian First Nations to articulate a treaty rights position, and to assert that these rights must be recognized. They also insisted that their own understanding and oral record of treaty negotiations was as valid and legal as the written document. This chapter traces and analyses the short life of St Peter's as a reserve (1873-1907) from its beginnings when it was feted as a model agricultural community, the pride of government authorities and missionaries, to its demise in 1907 when it was condemned as a drain on the prosperity of the district and a stain on the landscape that needed to be removed. Throughout these decades the St Peter's treaty people were determined to defend their land base and treaty rights, and to protest the restrictions of the Indian Act. They also demonstrated their attachment and loyalty to Britain and Canada. They fashioned lives that defied the dichotomies of 'Indian/primitive' and 'settler/ modern'. Their situation was exacerbated by conflicts over property, a complication that was unique to their reserve in Canada, and that was recognized as an acute problem as early as the survey of the reserve. This is also a study of a persistent and pervasive settler mentality that begrudged and coveted desirable land when in the hands of Aboriginal
